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THE MATHEMATICAL GAZETTE. 

REVIEWS. 

History of the Theories of Aether and Electricity. By Professor 
WHITTAKER. 12s. 6d. net. 1910. (Longmans.) 

In one of Zola's works (I think in L'Oeuvre) the artist who is bravely working 
on, indifferent to the adverse verdict of the present, and confident that the future 
will do him justice, is suddenly assailed by a terrible misgiving, What if posterity 
should be as stupid as his contemporaries ? Would there be any inspiring motive 
left ? 

It is to be feared that in the matter of scientific reputations, posterity is some- 
times as lacking in appreciation as the public of the time. Few of us probably 
knew the name of John Michell until we read in Professor Whittaker's book that 
he was the discoverer of the law of force between magnetic poles, that he devised 
the "Cavendish" experiment, invented the torsion balance, and taught William 
Herschel how to grind mirrors. He is in the D. N. B. all right, but I cannot find 
him in the recently-published Collected Works of William Herschel, which has 
a very careful biography; his relations with the great astronomer seem to have 
escaped Dr. Dreyer's vigilance. We have been almost as much to blame as 
Michell's "collegiate contemporaries and successors, who silently acquiesced 
when his discoveries were attributed to others, and allowed his name to perish 
entirely from Cambridge tradition" (p. 167-8). And yet Michell was the "only 
natural philosopher of distinction who lived and taught in Cambridge " during the 
whole century between the death of Newton and the scientific activity of Green. 
One would have thought that the dark background itself was sufficient to throw 
him into relief; but the obscurity seems to have swallowed him also. 

If such injustice can be repaired, Professor Whittaker has done his utmost 
towards reparation. His book is probably the greatest act of piety towards the 
past which has been produced in this generation. There are nearly 500 pages 
packed full of information; and it is clear that a paragraph or even a sentence 
often represents a big memoir. He tells us not only of men almost forgotten like 
Michell, but new facts about men whose names we know. Not only did Michell 
anticipate Coulomb by discovering the law of magnetic attraction, but Priestley 
also anticipated him with that of electrostatic attraction (pp. 50-51). Cauchy, who 
is generally regarded almost solely as a pure mathematician, made some brilliant 
discoveries in the elastic-solid theory of light, including the labile or contractile 
aether which was long afterwards rediscovered by Lord Kelvin (pp. 158-60). Com- 
ing to more modern times, the author has insisted on the claims of Fitzgerald, who 
was the real pioneer in much modern physics that goes by the names of others. 
On the other hand, Englishmen have as yet done scant justice to the Continental 
work on electrons which was started by Weber in 1846 (p. 228). 

The book must have been an enormous piece of work. We can only be grateful 
that the distinguished author got the opportunity to carry it through in the seclu- 
sion of Dunsink before he returned to the busy world in Edinburgh. Shall we 
be able, with his help, to maintain a juster appreciation of our predecessors? It 
would seem advisable to keep the book on one of the easily accessible shelves of 
the study, where it may be referred to constantly. Even then the stream of new 
ideas may hurry us on. 

" In order to represent natural phenomena without introducing this contingent 
element, it would be necessary to abandon the customary three-dimensional 
system of co-ordinates, and to operate in four dimensions. Analysis of this kind 
has been devised, and has been applied to the theory of the aether; but its 
development belongs to the twentieth century, and consequently falls outside the 
scope of the present work" (p. 448). 

Goodbye ! then, to the Victorian era, and its commonplace three dimensions. 
The poets, we learn, have already closed its volumes of poems and opened a new 
account with "Georgian" poetry. So also on the scientific side our king is to 
have four dimensions-perhaps even an appropriate fifth ? If the pace gets too hot 
for us, Professor Whittaker's book may at any rate provide a wholesome sedative. 

H. H. T. 
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